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Student Sustainability Survey & 
Town Hall Meeting 2014 

I. Executive Summary 
Together, we had the pleasure of coordinating the 2014 Annual Student Sustainability Survey and 

Town Hall Meeting. By implementing this annual online survey, the Office for Sustainability gathers 

valuable student feedback to further sustainability efforts at Western Michigan University. It measures 

awareness and satisfaction with the $8 Student Sustainability Fee and associated projects, and provides 

an outlet for students to voice their opinion and make suggestions. This year’s survey went exceptionally 

well. The survey was live from March 2nd through March 24th and we had 1,356 respondents. The Town 

Hall Meeting took place on April 10th at the Office for Sustainability and was also very valuable, even 

though attendance was somewhat smaller than in previous years. High quality data was gathered from 

both of these project components 

that will aid the Office for Sustainability in future strategic planning as well as specific interested groups 

such as the Faculty sustainability across research and teaching initiative. All of this and more will be 

explored in this report.  
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II. Introduction
Together, we successfully designed and coordinated the 4th Annual Student Sustainability Survey and 

Town Hall Meeting for Western Michigan University. After approximately one month of drafting and 

designing the five page online survey, we organized survey promotion for the campus community. A 

variety of marketing strategies were utilized to get a total of 1,356 respondents over a 3 week period. 

The survey data was thoroughly analyzed and examined in preparation for the Town Hall Meeting. We 

selected the data that was most relevant to the survey respondents and presented those results to 

students at the Town Hall meeting. The meeting was a great success, though we had a hard time 

estimating the projected attendance and ended up with approximately 35 students.  Overall, we hoped 

more students would attend, but the quality of discussion and interaction was high and engaging. A 

diverse group of students learned about opportunities to integrate sustainability into campus life and 

curriculum, and they were able to make their voice heard. Great feedback, questions, and overall 

suggestions were received. This data will serve the Office for Sustainability in strategic planning and the 

Faculty Learning Community to start initiative to integrate sustainability into future curriculum. We had a 

few primary goals for this project: 

- To assess student awareness and support of the Sustainability fee and associated projects 

- To evaluate student knowledge levels and values towards sustainability topics and issues in 

order to ultimately integrate sustainable education into various curriculum at WMU 

- To attract students with no prior association with sustainability at WMU and introduce them to 

the Office for Sustainability and opportunities to advance their involvement 

- To further engage students already involved in sustainability at WMU and gain their feedback 

for advancing initiatives and reaching more diverse student populations 

Since the Sustainability fee was implemented in 2010, there has been an Annual Student 

Sustainability Survey to track and assess awareness and satisfaction with the fee. The survey also exists 

to help students understand that they directly impact and choose which sustainable initiatives WMU 

focuses time, efforts, and resources on. This year, for the first time, we integrated a Literacy Assessment 

into the survey in order to better serve our students in sustainability curriculum development. Continued 

use of the Literacy Assessment over time will be valuable for Western Michigan University in tracking 

knowledge bases in students over time. 
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III. Methodology & Data
Summary of Analyzing the Problem: 

We found two main problems with the progression of sustainability on Western Michigan 

University’s campus. It involved where and how students would like to see their sustainability fee spent on 

current initiatives and new initiatives. Second was a gauging of student’s current sustainability knowledge 

levels, so that we could better understand where to integrate sustainability into education. As a team, we 

recognized the importance of producing a survey that intuitively displayed our goals in data collection. In 

order to understand where students want their sustainability fee spent, we had to give them priority-

ranking options so that they continue to be satisfied with paying the fee year to year. Within the 

Sustainability Fee Survey we found it necessary to cover values, interests, and opinions of students in 

regards to sustainable initiatives currently in place on campus and the implementation of new initiatives. 

Once the survey was taken, we used the data collected to identify the top four priorities in each four of 

our categories, students want to see take place on campus.  

Within the creation of the literacy assessment we had to formulate a list of 15-20 questions that 

embodied sustainable education as well as current issues and crises that we face globally. These 

questions were based on a variety of sources including past literacy assessments at other schools. 

Questions were also developed from topics and issues in current writings and books. Our ultimate goal 

was to understand the current knowledge levels of students. We want to be able to cross-examine the 

data year to year to see the effect of our efforts on sustainablility education integration. The 

information provided will help guide the university in the creation and implementation of new 

sustainability courses, as well as the integration of sustainability into current curriculums and degrees. 

Hypothesis: 
We ultimately hope that the data received and future data will help in determining where to most 

effectively place our time, money, and resources. We hope to see results from our efforts made in the 

coming semesters. Our ultimate hypothesis is that through the correct systematic changes, we will begin to 

see more knowledgeable students. With more knowledge in sustainability issues, we hope to see students 

become better decision makers in the future.  

Scope of Study: 
The scope of the study fell under a variety of topics listed below: 
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• Renewable Resources

• Ozone Depletion

• Local Major Pollution Event History

• Benefits of Wetlands

• Bioaccumulation & Biomagnification of Pollutants (Specifically PCB’s)

• Effective Food Production & Consumption (Dietary Gap)

• Habitat & Biodiversity Loss

• Largest Contributors to GHG Emissions

• Social Justice in Slave Labor

• Exponential Growth

• Global Population History

• Current State of the Worlds Ecosystem Services

• Local Poverty Rate

• Unfair Distribution of Wealth in the United States

• Expected Quality of Life in the Future

Analysis (Researched Surveys): 
In beginning our analysis, the first primary form of research was looking at four schools that 

showed best practice in the development of their literacy assessments.  These schools were: 

• The Ohio State University

• Cornell University

• Appalachian State University

• University of Maryland

Once a basis for the questionnaire had been developed and topics taken into account, we began using 

environmental literature. This is where we found topics, issues, and crises to develop our list of 18 

questions for the Western Michigan University sustainabilty literacy assessment. As for the general 

survey questions, we developed and analyzed these based on past Student Sustainability Survey 

documents. 
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IV. Examples of Best Practices on Campus
As previously mentioned, this survey has been developed and implemented since the Sustainability 

Fee was established in 2010. The annual gathering of information has proved extremely beneficial in the 

past. For this section of the report, we will focus on the priorities our students want their money to go 

towards. After analysis of the survey results, we have come up with four priorities that students would like 

to see put in place on WMU’s campus within the near future: 

1) Increase healthy food options on campus

2) Expand sustainability focused residential options

3) Increase renewable energy infrastructure

4) Create and introductory sustainability course through general education requirements

Some of these goals have already begun being put into place and are examples of the best sustainable 

practice on Western Michigan University’s campus.  

As far as increasing local food options on campus, four students from the course ENVS 4100 have 

made significant progress on developing the student café initiative as well as developing student and 

faculty support. They have begun planning to have a sustainable café in the bottom floor of the Bernhard 

Center – the hub of many student activities. The students recently held an event on April 16th in 

coordination with WMU’s Campus Beet, which already puts on weekly healthy lunches for students on 

Wednesdays. The event included local, vegan, vegetarian and organic options for students to enjoy while 

experiencing an array of art and music, another theme of this new proposed café.  

For the next priority, a resolution has recently been passed through WSA to begin research on a 

more sustainable residence hall on Western’s campus. The Western Student Association came to this 

desicion with the belief that a sustainable residence hall would allow for greater student awareness 

and could potentially reach the surrounding community. With something like this in place, it would allow 

students to be fully immersed in what it means to be sustainable in almost every aspect of their life. 

According to Nicole Davenport, Western Student Association’s Sustainability Committee Chair, the goal 

for this hall is to allow students under certain academic standing or who simply have interest in 

sustainability to have an opportunity to apply to live in the hall, with no additional cost to live in the 

dorm.  

Along with a sustainable residence hall, increasing renewable energy infrastructure on campus 

was another priority for students who took the survey. Western has been under some pressure from 

students to divest from fossil fuel investments – students do not want WMU to be affiliated with fossil fuel 

corporations. Professor of Social Work, Don Cooney, 
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is leading a group of students to rally against the investment in fossil fuels by WMU and hopes to discuss 

possible actions that can be taken with President Dunn in the near future. Students are already making 

efforts towards establishing Western Michigan University as a sustainable campus in every way. Another 

renewable infrastructure that we already have is the solar panels near Miller Auditorium’s parking 

structure, which is in fact where a rally was held to bring attention to divestment. These panels are used 

for the charging of electric vehicles and WMU’s electric vehicle infrastructure, established in February 

2012, and generate enough energy to run about 5.6 average US homes annually. Sangren has also 

been a stepping stone for WMU in establishing renewable infrastructure. 78% of the newest building on 

campus was made from materials from the old Sangren building. The building also includes a “green 

roof” that retains water to be used which would otherwise go to watershed. In this project, they used 

sustainable materials and vast windows for harvesting daylight instead of using electricity. WMU has 

estimated they will save $345,000 in energy through Sangren. WMU also already has one wind turbine 

put into place on Western’s Parkview campus, it was established in 2007 and delivers clean energy to 

the campus. This project is anticipated to generate 1500 kWh a year with a life expectancy of 20 – 30 

years according to WMU’s Alternative and Renewable Energy Research. 

The establishment of sustainable general education requirements is also currently in the works at 

WMU. As published by Academic Affairs in their 2010 Strategic Plan, “Undergraduate programs that 

will provide graduates with the distinction necessary to be highly successful in their lives and careers” is 

number one on their current list of goals. Environmental Sustainability is included in a list of skills that 

faculty should ensure students are receiving, along with other skills like global understanding, diversity 

and inclusion, and civic and social responsibility. There is a specific Faculty Learning Community 

dedicated to sustainability thro as well that will benefit from the information from the survey.

V. Examples of Best Practices on Other Campuses 
The universities researched showed excellent demonstrations of thought process for optimal data 

collection. The goal orientation within each of their literacy assessments varied greatly. They seemed to 

have questions either developed around student awareness of curriculum available, or the awareness of 

current campus initiatives.  It should be known that many of the AASHE institutions are either not pursuing 

literacy assessments or they were done with little care to fulfill AASHE STAR credit requirements.  Of the 

universities researched it was found that two schools showed absolute best practice in their attempts. 

These schools were The Ohio State University and University of Maryland. Cornell University showed the 

best SPSS data analysis and correlation.  



Student Sustainability Survey & Town Hall Meeting 2014 

Page 8 

Ohio State University: 

(Question Strengths) 

• Biodiversity Definition

• Air Pollution

• Major GHG Contributors

• Renewable Resources

• Ecosystem Services

• Environmental Policy/Governmental Agencies

• Benefits of Sustainable Education

• Price Elasticity of Organic/Healthy Food Alternatives

• Overall Survey Structure

University of Maryland 

(Question Strengths) 

• Recycling

• Global Climate Change Effects

• Local Bioregional Feature Degradation Causes

• Biodiversity Loss Causes

• Over Consumption

• Our Effects on Future Generations

• Fresh Water Depletion

• Greatest Environmental Impact Correlation

Overall Ohio State University showed the greatest effort in the development of their literacy assessment. 
They structured the questionnaire so that it was segmented by question topics. This included, Knowledge 
of Sustainability, Awareness of Sustainability Efforts on Campus, Energy, Food Related Behaviors, (On-
campus, Non-cafeteria Dining), and About You. They covered a variety of demographic questions to truly 
key into which students had the greatest knowledge bases, this allows them to fully analyze the data and 
see if trends existed based on those demographics.  
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VI. Discussion
Project Implementation 

We have the project implementation broken down into four stages. They are: creating survey content, 

survey implementation, analyzing survey data, and presenting survey information at the Town Hall 

meeting. 

Creating Survey Content 

We spent approximately 26 hours drafting the content and designing the survey. This was done in 

with feedback and assistance from Dr. Harold Glasser and Doctoral Assistant Kate Binder. They lent their 

expertise from their respective fields of study to ensure we had a well-constructed survey that would 

yield effective and concise results. We started with the format and questions from last year’s survey, but 

made drastic changes as well as adding a Literacy Assessment portion. 

Survey Implementation 

In this stage of project implementation we made the survey live and available to all WMU students. 

We prepared marketing strategies and executed them during this ~3 week period of time. Marketing 

techniques are photographed later in the appendices, but to give a brief overview of our outreach, here 

is a list of examples: 

-We organized Office for Sustainability Student Staff members to assist us in survey promotion. We 

scheduled appointments with professors and attended their classes to promote the survey and tell them 

how to access it. 

-We sent emails to various Deans, Administrative Assistants, Directors of Departments and Programs, 

and general faculty and asked them to forward the message with the survey link to their students.  

-We rode cargo bicycles around campus with the survey advertisement and handed out quarter sheet 

flyers as we rode. We frequently stopped to talk to groups of students along the way. 

-We stood at the bus stop and held building doors open for students. While they walked through we 

handed them quarter sheets with the survey link. 

-We stood outside the Office for Sustainability and gave out free coffee and muffins along with a 

flyer. 
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At least every other day during this stage, we had one or more of these types of outreach occurring. 

We also had frequent social media coverage and a link on the homepage for students to access their 

email accounts. Our goal was 1500 participants. The previous year the survey reached 1200. We were 

happy to reach 1356. Next year we hope to meet that 1500 goal! 

Analyzing Survey Data 

This stage of the project was convenient with the custom report charts we were able to create within 

the survey software program. We did have approximately 151 comments to read through for an 

optional question in which participants could suggest their own initiative or project. We read these, 

however, as students completed the survey throughout the 3 week period the survey ran. We wanted to 

focus our efforts, primarily, on the information that students attending the Town Hall meeting would most 

likely be interested in learning and discussing. 

Presenting Survey Information at the Town Hall Meeting 

This last stage was simple enough to put together once we analyzed the data. Two students from the 

Office for Sustainability had a huge role in organizing this with us. They handled catering, invitations, and 

logistics so we could focus on the presentation, break out groups, and discussion as a whole. Altogether, 

we estimate that approximately 13 hours were spent creating and perfecting our PowerPoint 

Presentation. We would add about 3 hours to practicing and rehearsing it. We wanted to be sure we 

conveyed the most important information to our participants in the simplest ways, and we believe we 

achieved that. The Town Hall meeting went exceptionally well. We got great feedback on the survey, 

new ideas for projects, and concerns or questions were raised that we could answer. Overall it was a 

highly engaging experience for all of those in attendance. We have decided to structure the Town Hall 

Meeting like this next year as well. 

When the 2014 Annual Student Sustainability Survey officially closed on March 23rd, we had a total 

of 1356 respondents. Of those respondents (84%) were undergraduates and (16%) were graduate 

students. This year the survey was restructured to include four sections in the ranking section. The sections 

were: General Campus Initiatives, Food-Related, Pollution-Prevention, and Sustainability Across the 

Curriculum. When asked to rank the importance of 18 sustainable campus initiatives, the top four 

priorities were:  

1. Increasing healthy alternative food options on campus

2. Divestment through increasing renewable energy infrastructure
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3. The creation of an introductory sustainability education course that fills general education

requirements 

4. Expanding sustainability focused residential options on campus

The data from the literacy assessment portion of the survey enabled us to assess the strengths and

areas for improvement the resondents displayed. This information will enable us to further advance 

sustainability education. Our goal is to supplement sustainability education into the various majors and 

minors at Western.  Our plan is to leverage younger students who have the ability to make more of a 

prominent impact on the advancement of sustainability throughout their careers at Western. This kind of 

information will be extremely beneficial to the Sustainability Faculty Learning Community. 

We hosted and organized a town hall meeting to present the survey results to students and 

faculty on campus. The meeting consisted of the presentation of data, as well as open discussions with the 

attendees. We got excellent feedback in the form of comments on current initiatives, new initiatives, as 

well as ways to increase engagement. Some of the most influential comments revolved around ways to 

educate students to become better and more sustainable decision makers. 

The most relevant data for the Office for Sustainability concerns the sustainability priorities. The 

following compares the top priorities from the surveys from 2011 and 2012. While this year’s survey was 

restructured slightly, the ranking portion included similar initiatives so the data will be comparable. Below 

are the top initiatives. 
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It’s important to note that in all three surveys, increase food options on campus (i.e. local, healthy, diet 

sensitive) and reduce campus-wide greenhouse gas emissions (or, on this year’s survey “Increase 

renewable energy infrastructure (i.e., solar, wind, geothermal)”) were top priorities. To prove that these 

are consistent desires from the student body is a huge step in moving forward with these initiatives. As we 

discussed in the section on Best Practices on Campus, WMU is slowly starting to move forward and give 

these projects significant attention. Ultimately, we want to see WMU devoting time, money, and resources 

to these projects to create a broader and more active culture of sustainability.

VII. Limitations of Your Analysis & Future Work
Going into this project, we had some initial hesitation as to how successful we would be collaborating 

as a group. Since Reid and Erin were doing this project for ENVS 4100, Holly was doing it for ENVS 

4010, and Amy was doing it as part of her job at the Office, it was slightly confusing to figure out who 

needed to complete what reporting methods and who was analyzing what data. It worked out in the end, 

though we think future work might be easier if it was all completed either by all Office for Sustainability 

staff or all ENVS 4100 students. It is not, however, impossible to do a mix. 

The survey sample we received was very successful at 1,356, however, there are a couple of 

problematic issues with this sample. Not all 1,356 students completed the survey. From page 1 to page 2, 

we lost 114 survey takers. This means they completed the first page, and then exited out of the survey. 

Between pages 2 and 3 which was the first page of the Literacy Assessment, we lost 23 participants. 

Between pages 3 and 4 the Literacy Assessment continued and we lost 29 participants. Between pages 4 
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& 5, the ending of the Literacy Assessment, we lost 10. We could make an educated guess and say that 

the Literacy Assessment introduction may have deterred them. However, it might be more plausible that 

they simply started the survey and after completing the first page, realized the time commitment and 

simply quit since that is when we lost the majority of respondents. There is not much we can do about this 

and from looking at the survey results from 2013, it seems they experienced similar results in loss of 

participants along the way. 

We kept track of survey respondents for the first week very accurately. Our response rate was 

growing slowly and we had some concerns. After the first week and a half, we decided to really hit hard 

with email marketing. We asked Office for Sustainability students to send out a generic email to their 

classmates, we sent a generic email out to various faculty and staff, and we saw the numbers jump high 

after just two days. Our email blast started on March 17th. Since the numbers started to improve after 

just the first day and we kept seeing an increase, we got busy with other promotion and did not continue 

keeping track of the numbers every day. The table below shows the results for the first week where our 

main forms of marketing were the GoWMU link, social media, and the Bernhard Center display.  

Date # of Particpants at the end of the day 

March 10 137 

March 11 191 

March 12 270 

March 13 336 

March 14 347 

March 17 441 

March 18 687 

After the survey closed and we had our sample size of 1,356, we were able to have two weeks and 

three days to prepare for the Town Hall meeting. We think this is an adequate amount of time to 

prepare, but believe more strategic work needs to go into planning for Town Hall meeting attendance. 

The content and discussion of our Town Hall meeting were excellent. It had a nice flow, we stuck to the 

time frame, and students seemed to thoroughly enjoy it. Our only regret is that we did not get more 

students to attend. Future work should focus on planning for this better. A suggestion would be to have a 

Facebook event so students can RSVP and you can get a better sense of how many will attend. The good 

news is that all students who attended who did not work at the Office for Sustainability were able 
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to win a raffle prize. Informing more students of the results would have been great though, so that was a 

limitation. 

VIII. Conclusion / Recommendations
While working on this semester long project, we ran into a few obstacles, many involving planning 

errors. We can only hope that every year the survey is implemented, it will become more and more 

beneficial and a larger number of the student body will take part in it. To help insure that it continues to 

get better we have included a list of goals. 

We have proposed a few short-term goals for those who work on this project in the future. To help 

stay on track, we recommend meeting twice a week for at least an hour to assign weekly goals and to 

check in with each other. Our group found this to be a more effective way of communicating then 

emailing. Another short-term goal is to keep a binder that documents and dates everything you 

referenced or took notes on.  Lastly, it is essential to keep folders and emails organized on computers.  

The Student Sustainability Survey was started in 2010. Since then, the survey has helped gain student 

opinions on sustainability related projects and ideas. A simple long-term goal for the survey is to make 

sure it continues for years to come. Without this survey, we would lack important insight needed for the 

Office for Sustainability to plan and allocate resources.

The Student Sustainability Survey is a beneficial way to get student feedback on not only the student 

sustainability fee but on other sustainability initiatives on campus. The sustainability literacy assessment 

that was added this year will also be a good tool to see if student’s knowledge of sustainability changes 

throughout their experience at WMU and over time. This survey is not only beneficial to the Office for 

Sustainability, it will help the entire University and community to incorporate student feedback into policy 

and practice. Overall, this year’s survey had positive results and we hope it will improve in the future.

IX. Appendices
Appendix I. Current Contact List 

NAME PHONE EMAIL 

Amy Alexander (586) 212-4045 amy.e.alexander@wmich.edu 

Erin Denay (989) 415-9888 erin.s.denay@wmich.edu 

Holly Ekkert (630) 991-0313 holly.m.ekkert@wmich.edu 

Reid Klintworth (231) 944-3216 reid.r.klintworth@wmich.edu 
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Appendix II. Contact List and Logs

Barnes, Cara- Assistant Director of Electronic Communications, Office of University Relations at WMU 

Binder, Kate- Doctoral Assistant at Office for Sustainability at WMU 

Copeland, Anne- Office for Sustainability Administrative Assistant at WMU 

Glasser, Harold- Professor of Environmental Studies at WMU and Executive Director for Campus 
Sustainability at WMU 

Kanwischer, Derek- Coordinator of Sustainability Projects at WMU 

Knutson, Lisa- Director of Marketing and Creative Development at WMU 

Noack, Carolyn- Manager of Waste Reduction Services at WMU 

Roland, Cheryl- Executive  Director of University Relations at WMU 

Spoelstra, Jeff- Sustainability Coordinator at WMU 



Student Sustainability Survey & Town Hall Meeting 2014 

Page 16 

Appendix III. Marketing
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Appendix IV. Student Sustainability Survey 2014 Results
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Appendix V. Survey & Town Hall Incentives

Overall, we split the prizes in half. 15 prizes were designated towards random survey participants and 15 
were designated towards random Town Hall participants. We set the deadline to pick up the survey prizes as 
4pm on April 10th (the start of the Town Hall meeting.) After only 10 prizes were picked up, we were able to 
transfer the remaining prizes to the Town Hall raffle. The prizes shown here were all the Town Hall prizes that 
were given away. The prizes that were picked up from the survey participants were: 

1 Backpack  
1 Drawstring Bag 
1 Jar of SSE Honey (Given by the OfS) 
1 Native Sticker  
1 Starbucks Reusable Cup with Coffee Cozy (Given by Erin Susanne’s Crocheted Goods) 
1 Glass Water Bottle (Leftover from last year’s survey prizes) 
1 Reusable Water Bottle with Straw  
1 Mug containing a variety of Tea packets  
1 Bowl with Lid 
1 Kalamazoo Coffee Co. Package of Coffee 
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Appendix VI. Town Hall Agenda
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Appendix VII. Town Hall Meeting Notes 
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